'Bad roads will absolutely nip in the bud the new development':
Cycling tourism in Ireland in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
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Cycling witnessed a remarkable growth in popularity in Ireland in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. At first, in the 1860s, the pastime was participated in by a tiny number of individuals, who rode crude and unwieldy velocipede bicycles that were propelled by the riders pushing pedals on the front wheels. The fact that such machines were nicknamed 'boneshakers' provides a good insight into how uncomfortable an experience it was to ride these bicycles. The introduction of the high-wheeled 'ordinary' or 'pennyfarthing' bicycle in the early 1870s quickly rendered the velocipede obsolete and led to an increase in cycling's popularity, especially amongst young middle-class men; the introduction of the tricycle later in the decade meant that many less adventurous men, as well as some women, could also take up the new pastime. The invention of the chain-driven safety bicycle in the mid 1880s, along with the introduction of the pneumatic tyre in 1889, sparked off a dramatic cycling revolution in the 1890s: by the latter decade's end, although cycling still remained a mainly middle-class activity, it was a genuinely popular phenomenon, rather than the niche pastime that it had been in the 1860s. 1 One of the significant ways in which cyclists enjoyed their hobby was by undertaking cycling tours in the Irish countryside.
The topic of tourism in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is one that has attracted the attention of a number of historians of leisure in Ireland in recent years.
Ireland attracted tourist visitors throughout the eighteenth century and in the decades before the Great Famine, many of whom published accounts of their impressions of the country. 2 Ireland became an even more popular tourist destination in the post- were the first to lay the foundations of today's industry. This was the period which saw the development of hotels, an efficient transport network in the form of railways and, of course, that ubiquitous symbol of tourism worldwide -the guidebook'. 4 While much work has been done on investigating the tourist boom in lateVictorian and Edwardian Ireland, one of its neglected topics is that of cyclist tourism.
In Horgan's pioneering work, the cycling tourist gets only a brief reference, in which readers are told that 'The advent of touring clubs helped to further popularize the bicycle and, in turn, started to change the focus of tourism': 5 the nature of this change of focus is not spelt out in his text. A mere three bicycle tours in the period under study merit a mention in C. J. Woods's guide to travellers' accounts, 6 while the subject of the cycling tourist is overlooked by Glenn Hooper 7 and also by Irene
Furlong's recent study of the development of the Irish tourist industry from the 1880s to the 1980s. 8 Irish historians have devoted more attention to tours that were undertaken in the first decade of the twentieth century in motor cars and charabancs than those that were undertaken on bicycles, 9 even though motoring tourists constituted a tiny fraction of the overall tourist traffic in the period, and certainly a much smaller proportion than that represented by cycling tourists. The only study of cycling tourism in the period is a short article by K. J. James, a brief but nevertheless According to a Wexford cyclist in 1897, there were better roads in Madagascar villages than those in her native county, to where, allegedly, strangers travelled for miles just to see how bad they were. 24 Such was the poor condition of roads in much of Ireland, that tourists often followed the example of local cyclists and took to the footpaths in rural areas, rather than risk their necks by riding on the dangerous roads 25 blind eye to this transgression by touring cyclists.
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Tourists could try to avoid some of the worst roads by purchasing guidebooks that provided details not just of the sights that were worth seeing, but also of the road conditions in various localities. R. J. Mecredy was the most successful Irish publisher of such guidebooks. 27 The Cyclists' Touring Club (C.T.C.), founded as the Bicycling
Touring Club in Harrogate in 1879 to promote cycling holidays, also published its own set of Irish guidebooks in 1899 and 1900, which were written by R. T. Lang. There was allegedly only one such post in County Carlow, 'the arms of which had long ago disappeared, and it was known for a hundred miles round as "the guide post"'. 40 The situation had scarcely improved some fifteen years later when, the temptation of reaping a golden harvest when the opportunity offers, and thus they drive away all except the most unwary or careless'. 48 An American cyclist who stayed at Lisnaskea in 1893 was astounded to find that not only was he charged a shilling for a night's stay in a room there, but that he also had a to pay an additional threepence 'because I was a "furriner!"' He found that 'The room was tolerably well furnished, but not very tidy, and the broken pane of glass admitted none too much fresh air to counteract the fumes of boiling cabbage which proceeded up the stairs all evening'.
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The first organised moves towards attempting to improve conditions for cycling a 'large proportion' of Irish cyclists went on touring holidays, most of whom holidayed at some stage in either England, Scotland or the Continent. 54 A marked improvement in provision for C.T.C. members came with the introduction of a revised tariff system in 1895, which allowed contracted inns and hotels to offer to C.T.C.
members a minimum reduction of 12.5 per cent on their regular charges 55 -this prompted more higher-class hotels to opt into the C.T.C. system, and for the organisation's largely middle-class members to feel that they were getting good value for their money. By April 1897, some 105 Irish hotels had contracted into the new system, eighty-five of which had not previously participated in it. to make members of the business community more aware of the potential financial benefits that could accrue from a better organised tourist industry, and also to improve the infrastructure on which a stronger tourist industry would depend.
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The need for these improvements was also heightened by a growing interest in And by no one is Killarney more appreciated than the cyclist. He can make Killarney town his head quarters for a week, and without the least difficulty can find some fresh route to travel each succeeding day, with interest unabated, and only wondering how it is that such a number of glorious scenes -dewy dells, lovely magnificent mountains and verdant valleys -could be gathered within so small a compass. Yet, thus it is, and, mind you, the fact has got mooted from one corner of the globe to the other, so that as surely as the summer sun shines out each year so surely will the burly Englishman, the canny Scott (sic), the hardy Welshman, the calculating Yankee, aye, and the unspeakable Turk, the heathen Chinee, and the prim Japanese visit Killarney; and every mother's son among them, who has learned the art of cycling, brings his 'bike' along.
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Specific target audiences, such as British teachers, were singled out by some of the promotional material aimed at encouraging Irish cycling tourism. They were informed in July 1897 that Ireland 'offers an excellent vantage ground for cycling tours', 61 and it is likely that teachers, who could afford to buy bicycles on easy-payment hire purchase systems and who had plenty of leisure time in the summer to devote to holiday touring, constituted one strand of the 'ever-increasing army of touring cyclists' said to be travelling in Ireland in the summer of 1898.
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The numbers of this 'army' were boosted by the anglophobia that was publicity regarding Ireland as a tourist destination, including for cyclists. 64 The fact that in 1900 the Rover bicycle company produced an advertisement aimed at selling its 'Imperial' machine to British cyclists touring in Ireland is further evidence of the growing popularity of Ireland as a cycling holiday destination (see illustration 3). 65 Tourism promoters received a further boost from Ireland's hosting of the Gordon Bennett motorcar race in 1903: the C.T.C's official organ commented that various British and Irish newspapers contained so many 'charming' photographs of the course to be followed by the race drivers that thousands of cycling tourists were certain to ride along the course, both during and after the race, while E. W. Burke, an Irish correspondent to the newspaper, assured prospective cycling tourists that the race's route 'is full of interest to any lover of pretty rural scenery, and to the antiquarian and archaeologist'. 66 The last decade of the nineteenth and the first decade of the twentieth century therefore saw much greater publicly voiced concern for touring cyclists' comfort (especially, but not exclusively, foreign tourists' comfort) and tourist infrastructure.
One commentator, outlining the needs of the typical British tourist, stated in 1896 that 'If he can conquer the fear that he will be shot by Moonlighters, or mutilated by gorilla-faced natives, and can be morally certain of a well-cooked substantial dinner and a comfortable bed, he will be as pleased to travel to Killarney as to Waterloo or Bingen'. 67 The Irish Cyclist's London correspondent made some of the same points, if in a somewhat less crude manner, when he pointed out that 'the Englishman's weak point is his stomach', and that:
The worst of most places in Ireland that are worthy of a visit is that the hotels are either prohibitive in their charges (except for persons of wealth and prize-fighters) or completely devoid of any pretensions to cleanliness and comfort. It is the respectable, clean, and comfortable hotel, with good food, well cooked, and the whole show run at live-and-let live charges, that is really wanted. 68 The C.T.C.'s reformed arrangements with Irish hotels and inns, as well as the efforts of other interested bodies, went some way towards addressing the complaints of British cyclist tourists about sub-standard and overpriced accommodation.
Accounts by British and other cyclists from the mid 1890s onwards suggest that, although Irish hotels did not quite measure up to the high standards expected by foreign visitors, their levels of cleanliness and comfort were nevertheless improved from previous years. 69 The Irish Tourist of May 1898 commented approvingly on recent changes in Irish hotels:
If [one is] not too particular, the hotels generally will be found comfortable, and the people kindly and courteous, ever ready to welcome a visitor. During the past few years a marked improvement has taken place in the cleanliness and comfort of the hotels; greater attention is given to the cooking; bills of fare are more varied, and, in consequence, tourists, in general, and cyclists, in particular, grumble less of hotel discomforts.
It claimed that the days were gone when a waiter, when asked for poached eggs, would reply 'the divil a one he ever heard of; but, if his honour wished, he could have a nice piece of poached salmon'. By 1907, there were some 259 C.T.C.-approved hotels in Ireland, including twenty temperance establishments (the majority of which -twelve -were, unsurprisingly, in Ulster), as well as some 107 official C.T.C.
bicycle repairers. latter counties were normally bypassed by tourists, whether they were cyclists or notindeed, in 1906 cyclists were positively encouraged by one travel guide to travel by train from Dublin to the West, rather than waste time in the Midlands:
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The roads from Dublin across the full breadth of Ireland to Galway, Westport and Ballina are dull, and, for long stretches, dreary. Moreover, the places passed are generally of little or no interest, and comfortable hotels are few and far between. To be overtaken by foul weather, or by a mishap to the machine, might easily prove distinctly disagreeable, and our advice to the tourist is to use the rail to [travel to] the places named above.
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The C.T.C. hotels, then, were generally located where there was the greatest perceived need for them, and, as with other hotels, cyclist tourists were, on the whole, The Cinn-Riain club, of which Griffith was the captain, was founded at a meeting of tourists. 81 The Irish Independent urged cyclists to vote for county councillors who promised to support the purchase of steamrollers, reminding cyclists that 'they number scores of thousands' and that 'they can also assert, without fear of contradiction, that good roads will bring about a remarkable increase in the tourist traffic to this country'. 82 R. J. Mecredy, predicting a tripling of the number of cycling tourists in Ireland in 1900, but despairing that 'Bad roads will absolutely nip in the bud the new development', published the names and addresses of ten rural district councillors for the Rathdown district and urged readers to visit them personally and persuade them to vote for payments of between £500 and £750 to improve the local roads. 83 The C.T.C. paid for the erection of danger or caution boards in some eight counties by March 1899, 84 and was instrumental in pressurising the various publicly claim that owing to the influence of the association there is at present a boom in steam-rolling' on Irish roads, and suggested that the adoption of steamrolling in Counties Antrim, Tyrone, Monaghan and Wexford was due to its pressure on councillors and county surveyors. The association printed and circulated gratis some 5,000 copies of Thomas Aitken's pamphlet, Good roads: how to make and how to maintain them to Irish county councillors and rural district councillors, as well as to every Irish county surveyor, and looked forward to the near future when every Irish county council would utilise steamrollers, scarifiers and stone-breaking machines to maintain the roads. 86 The I.R.I.A.'s hopes were not fully realised in the first decade of the twentieth century -cycling tourists still encountered poor roads, 87 and tourist promoters continued to agitate for better conditions on Ireland's highways. The most famous examples were the Irish roads congresses that were held in Dublin in 1910 and 1911, which were organised by R. J. Mecredy: 88 these were credited with being 'largely instrumental' in transforming the quality of Irish roads in the second decade of the twentieth century. 89 While one should not exaggerate the progress that had been made towards this end in the two previous decades, as the provision and maintenance of a decent road infrastructure remained a recurring concern of local government throughout the twentieth century, 90 nevertheless the efforts of entrepreneurs, tourist promoters and cycling organisations in the late Victorian and Edwardian periods, as discussed above, went a considerable way towards fulfilling tourism promoters' dreams of an infrastructure that would facilitate, rather than obstruct, cycling tourism in the country. 91 The improvements in the quality of hotel accommodation, roads and tourist information, amongst other reforms, which formed part of a more general transformation of the Irish tourism industry in these years, helped to ensure that the cycling holidaymaker became an important component of Ireland's tourism growth in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
